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Abstract 

Released for the first time in 1996 on the Super Nintendo 
Entertainment System, Harvest Moon is a long-running 
Japanese series of farming simulation games developed by 
Marvelous Interactive. The main goal of the player 
consists in taking care of their own farm, all while 
managing his social relationships in order to get married 
and make friends. 

The purpose of the following paper is to provide an 
in-depth analysis of the series' message and values it 
presents to the player, and how its social approach to game 
design was revolutionary for the time. 

1. Introduction 

Many games have dealt with violence over the past years. 
Few games weren't about violence during the 90 's, and 
Harvest Moon is one of the finest examples of this desire 
to deviate from the mainstream. 

Not only was it a bit risque to base a game on such a 
concept, but to include a social aspect was not only 
visionary, but also inspiring. Harvest Moon managed to 
exploit some of the gameplay mechanics of famous social 
games of our day, all while presenting interesting takes on 
life, death, happiness, philosophy and religion. I will also 
explain the impact the community had on the game, and 
how the message evolved with the player's input. 




The first Harvest Moon game 



2. Material and methods 

The year is 1997. Yasuhiro Wada had a simple dream: he 
wanted to make a non-violent game where the goal was 
simply to live a farm life (hence the Japanese title, 



"Bukujo Monogatari" or The Farm Story). It was his own 
life which inspired him to go forth with this concept. He 
was born in the Japanese countryside and moved to Tokyo 
after graduating. There, he realized the values of living in 
the countryside, and he understood how different life was 
in the city. He then decided that he wanted to 
communicate that sentiment to people, about how 
different life is away from the bustle of cities. 

Eventually, he got a position as a game designer, and spent 
two years trying to get the funding for what would become 
Harvest Moon. I will not go on to detail of the 
development of the game, but I will point out that it was a 
very rocky endeavor. At one point, the publisher stopped 
funding the project and the entire design team decided to 
occupy a small office space, sleeping bags and all, in order 
to finish the game. 

But the passion the developers had for their game paid off, 
and Harvest Moon became a hit and is now a 
well-established, 17-year old franchise. 

The first Harvest Moon laid the basis for the entire series. 
The player takes control of a young farmed named Pete 
who inherits a broken-down farm following his 
grandfather's death. He sets off in his journey by moving 
to Neighbor Town, and slowly but surely learns all the 
ropes required for the job. The player learns though his 
character how to plant and harvest crops, how to take care 
of livestock, how to turn a profit, how to expand his farm 
through a number of improvements, and so on. 

One of the most interesting aspects from Harvest Moon, 
apart from farming, is the social aspect. The player has the 
possibility to marry and have children of his own. 
Moreover, time is an important factor of the gameplay. 
This means that the player has to make use of his 
time-management skills to be able to maintain his farm 
while taking care of his friends, and eventually of her wife 
and children. 

In the Harvest Moon universe, there is a strong presence of 
the supernatural. He can meet a character named the 
"Harvest Goddess" who governs over little creatures 
named "Harvest Sprites". Befriending them will allow the 
player to recruit their help on farm tasks. Additionally, 
during each year, the town is host to a number of events 
depending on the season which give the game variety. 

Gameplay- wise, Harvest Moon is very compelling. The 
player can see how his farm expands, how his profits grow 
and how his family evolves. Being the first game of the 
series, a number of new features were added with each 
installment, including the possibility of playing a girl 
character and of dying from old age. Some of these 
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features will be discussed after, as they contribute to the 
message of the game. 

In order to properly analyze the message and the impact 
the players had on the series, I will concentrate on two 
games of the franchise: Harvest Moon: Friends of Mineral 
Town (from this point on referred-to as FoMT) for the 
Game Boy Advance, and Harvest Moon: A Wonderful 
Life (AWL) for the GameCube. They both came out in 
2003, but it is interesting to consider that FoMT is a 
remake of the Nintendo 64 version, which was released in 
1999. Both of these titles have two versions, which allow 
the player to take control of a female avatar. These are 
Harvest Moon: More Friends of Mineral Town (MFoMT) 
and Harvest Moon: Another Wonderful Life (AWL2). 

Before proceeding to the analysis of the message, I shall 
then introduce both of these titles and explain the 
differences from the original game. 

We'll begin with FoMT. In this game, the player begins 
with an introductory scene. In it, he sees a childhood 
memory from the main character from when he went on a 
trip to the countryside and got lost. Fortunately for him, he 
came across an old man who was wishing to help him. He 
eventually gets reunited with his parents, and promises to 
write to the old man he has now befriended. Years pass, 
and he suddenly realizes that he has stopped receiving 
letters from him. He decides to leave the city and pay a 
visit to his pen-friend. He arrives at a ran-down farm 
where he meets the mayor of Mineral Town, who informs 
him that his friend has been dead for six-months. To his 
surprise, he finds out that the old man left the farm to him, 
so he decides to move away from the city and settle on the 
old farm. 




The gameplay of FoMT: Farming, taking care of Livestock 
and marrying 

On the other hand, in MFoMT, the introductory scene is 
completely different. In it, the main character is tired of 
living life in the city (this is a recurrent theme of the series; 
we shall look into it after). She comes across an 



advertisement in a newspaper for a farm on sale, and 
decides to buy it. 




MFoMT changes the sex of the main character in order to 
appeal to female fans 

Despite the difference in story, it is the Gameplay which 
shows much improvement over the first version of the 
game. Now, the lives of the town inhabitants evolve with 
the player's. This means that they too can get married 
(which gives birth to "rivals" who will try to marry one of 
the available bachelors or bachelorettes), and that they can 
leave the town if they're not happy living in it. 

Other gameplay additions include the ability for the player 
to cook using his crops, to upgrade his tools through 
mining materials, to take care of his own horse and so on. 
While the Gameplay remains largely engrossing, it is not 
so much a new game as an improvement over the original 
game. 

However, concerning AWL (the last game I will 
introduce) we can say that it's more of a departure than his 
predecessors. First and foremost, the story resembles the 
one from MFoMT but with a twist. Here, the character has 
clearly had enough of his life in the city and is depressed 
over his current situation: he just lost his father. He was a 
farmer in a small coastal town named Forget-Me-Not 
Valley. Thinking that he has nothing to lose and that he 
will not regret his decision (seeing how he's fed up with 
the city), he settles on his late father's farm. 

A novelty of the game is that the player takes control of the 
main character's entire life from adulthood to old age. As 
the years pass, the town changes drastically: characters are 
born, leave, move in and die. There are themes concerning 
happiness and life which are strongly implemented into 
the game's universe, and it is the first and last game of the 
series where the game ends. The ending has to do with the 
death of the main character, and how his wife and child 
continue life without him. 
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This entry of this series proved to be the most "mature " by 
including themes such as death and the raising of a child 

Apart from the Gameplay (which remains largely the 
same), the story is the main focus of this installment. 
Never-before has the player had so much influence over 
his family. For example, he has to talk to his child about 
love when he confesses that he's in love with one of the 
village's girls, and he has to help him get through an 
identity crisis during his teenage years. Interestingly, not 
tending to his family will lead to them leaving him, which 
results in a game over. 

It is here where I shall proceed to the main subject of this 
paper: the message of Harvest Moon, and how it gives it to 
the player through simple but deep gameplay and story. 



3. Results 

One of the main themes of Harvest Moon and partially the 
reason to why it was developed is its strong link with 
nature. In this game, the player learns to understand the 
importance of nature, and how it can allow us to feel better 
with ourselves. Many of the game protagonists gave up on 
the city (and sometimes life in general) and took a gamble 
by moving to the countryside to look for a new purpose in 
life. There, he or she finds that the farm-life was meant for 
them. 

A reason behind the sudden happiness of the main 
characters is the fact that life's better in nature. It is almost 
a spiritual change in their lives, as if nature itself was some 
kind of supernatural power. This is evidenced by the 
existence of the "Harvest Goddess" and the "Harvest 
Sprites". Feeding upon its Japanese roots, it is safe to say 
that these deities are inspired by Shinto Buddhism. 

In this animistic belief, there exist spirits named "kami" 
which live in nature itself. There could be at the origin of 
Harvest Moon deities, which would explain how the 
player, a protector of nature, is given the help of the 
"Harvest Sprites". It can also serve as a metaphor for the 
link that exists between people and nature: be good with 



nature, and nature will be good with you could be the 
message that these deities convey. 




The main character finds happiness by leaving the city and 
moving to the contryside 

A very important theme in Harvest Moon is life itself. By 
working on a farm, the player learns how many lives 
depend on him: the lives of his livestock (which can die if 
they're not properly cared for), the lives of his family and 
his own life. In FoMT, the death of an animal triggers a 
scene where the main character is seeing grieving over his 
loss at the church, where it now rests forever. The feeling 
of having lost not only an animal but also a friend are 
reinforced by three aspects: first, the more care and love 
the player gives to the animal (by petting him, feeding him 
and so on), the better products they give him (be it eggs, 
milk, wool etc.). Second, each and every animal in his 
possession has a nickname given to him by the player. 
This makes bonding between the player and his animals 
stronger. Lastly, the player can enter his animals into 
different competitions throughout the year in the form of 
mini-games, where the player cooperates with them in 
order to win a prize. 

Regarding his family, as previously mentioned, in AWL 
the main character must care for his family in order for 
them to be happy. His wife will get concerned if the main 
character's farm is not turning a profit, and it will trigger 
and event where she will have a serious conversation with 
him in which the player can chose his avatar's response. 
Also, the player has an extremely important influence over 
his son's life. Depending on the player's choices, care and 
concern for his child, he will grow on accordingly. For 
example, depending on the gifts he receives as a child 
from the player, he will choose to become an artist, a 
farmer, an athlete and more. But, he must be careful 
because he must eventually face his son's adolescence. 

During this time of his life, he will go through different 
changes. He may reject gifts offered to him by the player 
that he once liked. He may also become very rude towards 
the player and develop a discipline problem. He may also 
directly confront his father, rejecting the farm-life (his life 
choices in a way) and criticizing him for leaving the city. 
During this time, the player has to get to know his son in 
order to better understand him and provide the appropriate 
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gifts and responses to him. Genetics plays a huge role too: 
depending on her mother, he may develop certain 
characteristic traits directly inherited from her, so he can 
use this knowledge to his advantage. 

Eventually, he will grow on to become an adult. Here is 
where the entire player's work will or will not pay-off. 
Sometimes, his son may not follow the career path the 
player intended, and the payer can chose to react positively 
or negatively to this. Also, he may grow up to be a happy, 
spoiled or depressed person. The player may check up on 
his son's state of mind by reading his diary. For example, 
if his son grows into a depressed person, it reads thoughts 
such as "Sometimes I fell that people don't like me" and 
"Doesn't matter, I'm a loser anyway". 

As a learning experience, this child-growing aspect of 
AWL reaches out to the player and shows him what it 
means to be a father. For kids (to which, surprisingly, the 
game is largely targeted), this feature can allow them to 
understand how important one's education is in life. This 
is, to my belief, something that is quite important since it 
gives them the chance to understand many of the reasons 
behind school, responsibilities and so on. 

Lastly, the life of the main character is, quite literally, at 
the player's hands, but more so in AWL than in FoMT. 
Despite this fact, in the GBA version the main character 
can fall sick if he overworks. The player has to watch out 
for his character's stamina and fatigue in order to avoid a 
physical collapse. When this occurs, he is forced to stay at 
the clinic until he gets better. 

As we can see, the messages between these two games are 
basically the same. But, it must be noted that an important 
evolution took place. As I mentioned before, FoMT is a 
remake of 1999 game. This means that it is, practically 
speaking, the older game. Where in the first game the main 
character's goal is to save a run-down farm, in AWL and 
MFoMT the goal is completely different. The characters 
now want to just live life the way they want by moving 
into a farm in the countryside. Also, the religious aspect in 
AWL has been toned down, effectively turning the human 
drama into the main focus of the story. This could be 
explained by the differences between the two platforms. 
The GBA version doesn't push the message as far as the 
GameCube version, and this could very much be explained 
from a technical point of view. Seeing the memory and 
processing power differences, the developer could include 
much more cut-scenes, and as a consequence, flesh-out the 
universe, story and characters. 

Indeed, much like the players themselves, the game has 
gone through many changes, and I shall proceed to explain 
how these changes came to be. 

When the first Harvest Moon was released, it got a warm 
reception in Japan and sold a considerable amount of 
copies. But then Mr. Wada noticed something: roughly 
50% of their demography was female. How had he come 
to learn this fact? It was a simple endeavor: he found out 
when he discovered that online communities formed to 



discuss the game on forums. He got particularly interested 
by this, since even if Internet wasn't a novelty at the time, 
it reached an increasing number of households every year, 
especially in Japan. This meant that technology allowed 
people to talk about the game on the web. Mr. Wada 
decided took interest in the idea of communicating directly 
with his fans, and reached out to them for ideas for 
developing the next games in the series. 

This is where the got a taste of its first "controversy". In 
order to appeal to the large female following of the game, 
he decided to make a girl version of the PlayStation 
version of harvest Moon, titled Back to Nature. 
Unfortunately for him, he made a bad decision, and he 
acknowledges it as so: he designed the game to end after 
getting married, whereas in the normal version the player 
could continue to work in his farm after getting married. 
The response was immediate: fans of the game called out 
on this decision, and labeled the game as sexist. This is the 
main reason why the subsequent female versions of the 
series did not end when the main character got married. 

The choice of playing as a male or a female, such as 
MFoMT and AWL2 paved the way for new games in the 
series were the player could chose to either play as a male 
or as a female. This change in the series was inspired to 
and requested by fans, and Mr. Wada agreed to honor their 
request. 




This entry of the series allowed the player to chose 
between a male or a female character 

This system of trust between developers and players is 
very present in Harvest Moon, and was rare back at the day. 
Now, as proof that this evolution continues, in the 2005 
game Harvest Moon DS Cute (the female version of 
Harvest Moon DS) there exists the possibility of having a 
relationship and even moving with a character of the same 
sex as the protagonist. Unfortunately, they were forced to 
remove this feature from the US version of the game as it 
could be seen as controversial and insensitive to the 
players of this country. This goes on to show how 
conscious the developer is of the impact the game can have 
on its audience, but also denounces social stigmas in this 
country. 
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Harvest Moon DS Cute had to get rid of same-sex 
marriage in order to avoid an M for mature rating in the 
USA 

4. Discussion and Conclusion 
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4.1 Discussion 

The Harvest Moon series of games has proven to be 
revolutionary through its emphasis on player feedback and 
of the message it tries to convey. While it could be argued 
that many of these features are used today by many video 
game studios, it is important to take note of the historical 
context. It was very uncommon for a developer to reach 
out to the community of the games they made and to get 
involved with it as much as Mr. Wada did. It could be 
argued that Harvest Moon not only founded the farming 
simulator genre, but it also was visionary in its time for its 
community-driven design. It is clear that Zynga drew 
inspiration from Harvest Moon, and many developers 
began taking this approach to game design well after 
Harvest Moon started doing it. 

4.2 Conclusion 

As a conclusion, I believe that these arguments could be 
proven by interviewing Mr. Wada himself. During my 
research, I didn't come across any article which treated the 
subject of Harvest Moon's message and 
community-driven design, so I believe he would be 
interested by these observations. Harvest Moon could be 
considered a serious game based on gameplay alone, but 
its evolution in terms of story and choices in order to 
please their fan base has proven to be largely influential to 
its design. Unfortunately, I can't reach out to him for 
comments on this, as he has now left Marvelous 
Interactive and is currently working on social games with a 
studio he founded, named Toybox. It could be said that it's 
quite ironic how he is now working on a genre of games in 
he had a very strong influence on. 
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